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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Steely, Rachel C. M.A., Purdue University, May 2013. “Refuge of the Frivolous and 
Thirsty”: Pleasure Seeking and Barbarian Virtue in the U.S. Laboratory for Empire. 
Major Professor: David Atkinson. 
 
 
 
 Scholars have frequently referred to Latin America, and to Cuba in particular, as a 
“laboratory for empire” for the United States in reference to the experimentation with 
military occupation, political intervention, and financial manipulation that American 
actors practiced in this region during the early twentieth century. This thesis stretches the 
laboratory motif to include pleasure seeking as an additional channel through which 
American actors exerted influence on Cuba and as a critical driving force of U.S. imperial 
projects. Americans made use of their Cuban “laboratory for pleasure” as an uncivilized 
space in which they could evade the moral rubric of home and indulge in exotic pleasures 
while also insisting upon their own racial and civilizational superiority, thus allowing 
them to align pleasure seeking and the defense of civilization as mutually reinforcing 
goals.  
 Since the first century CE, scholars and statesmen have considered a healthy dose 
of “barbarian virtue” to be an effective antidote against indulgence in pleasure seeking 
and the moral and physical decay of “overcivilization”. Observers across centuries 
expressed this idea, which was also employed by American politicians to lobby for and 
justify involvement in the Spanish-American War. After the conclusion of this “splendid 
 
 
iv 
little war,” the deeply-rooted understanding of the relationship between martial exercises 
of barbarian virtue against indulgence in pleasure quickly disaggregated and was turned 
inside out, with barbarian virtue being exercised in Cuba through sybaritic consumptive 
acts. In Cuba, Americans aligned pleasure seeking and the defense and advancement of 
civilization as goals that could be pursued in tandem. This shift had profound impacts on 
the development of Americanness by fostering the development of a distinct set of 
cultural forms and attitudes that envisioned the world beyond national borders as existing 
for the consumption and enjoyment of American citizens. In turn, such mentalities 
motivated and supported imperial patterns of interaction between the United States and 
other parts of the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The dawn of the twentieth century marked a turning point in how Americans 
engaged with the world. Although the United States had exhibited a congenital 
expansionism since its inception, after the Spanish-American War it emerged onto the 
world stage as a nascent imperial power, having garnered official colonies and 
protectorates in Cuba, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. This novel status 
conferred unprecedented responsibilities upon U.S. policymakers, who needed to 
reconcile newfound imperial holdings with traditional republican values and design 
colonial policy to manage these possessions accordingly.1 Thus began a period of trial 
and error in which the fledgling overseas empire tested its wings by experimenting with 
different formulations of policies and practices to administer its newly acquired 
territories.   
Scholars have frequently referred to Latin America, and to Cuba in particular, as a 
“laboratory for empire” in terms of the experiments for ongoing and future colonial 
projects that Americans conducted during the early twentieth century through military 
occupation, political intervention, and financial manipulation in this region. The first 
historical accounts of these interactions focus on U.S. military occupations of the island 
nation and manipulations of Cuban politics. Scholars like Charles Chapman and Russell 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Dennis Merrill and Thomas G. Patterson, eds. Major Problems in American 
Foreign Relations, Volume I: To 1920. Boston: Wadsworth, Cengage Learning, 2010. 
 
 
2 
Fitzgibbon cast these interferences as benevolent ventures undertaken by 
American actors out of genuine concern for the best interests of both nations. In such 
narratives, the United States constitutes a fulsome force intent on offering tutelage in the 
art of self-government and assistance with humanitarian projects like the construction of 
schools, expansion of the postal service, and improvement of sanitation.2  
Mid-twentieth-century social historians incorporated critiques of capitalism, 
emphasis on class as a category of historical analysis, and a new attention to locating and 
amplifying the voices of the oppressed in interpretations of the past. These new analytical 
tools lent themselves to different conceptions of the Cuban laboratory and the 
experiments for which it was used. Although historians had previously noted the heavy 
investment of U.S. businesses in sugar and other Cuban industries, new revisionist 
scholarship focused much more directly on the role of economic policies and financial 
tools in the building of empire in Cuba. Instead of viewing the United States as a 
benevolent hegemon, historians like William Appleman Williams and Walter LaFeber 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Victor Olmsted and Henry Gannett, Cuba: Population, History and Resources, 
1907. Washington: United States Bureau of the Census, 1909. Although Olmsted and 
Gannett do not explicitly engage with the laboratory metaphor, they do discuss U.S. 
involvement in tinkering with Cuban political arrangements and conducting military 
interventions, activities which they say are done out of a munificent national interest in 
assisting Cuban development for the mutual benefit of the peoples of both countries. Also 
see Charles E. Chapman, A History of the Cuban Republic: A Study in Hispanic 
American Politics. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1927.  Chapman views 
American experiments in their Cuban laboratory as benevolent political and military 
projects, and he frames his study by following the progression of political leaders in Cuba 
and the policies they enacted. He limns the Cuban people as bewildered, handicapped 
children who are, by nature of their race, inherently incompetent in the art of self-
government. 
Russell H. Fitzgibbon’s work also fits within this category of scholarship; see Cuba and 
the United States, 1900-1935. Menasha: The Collegiate Press, 1935. Fitzgibbon’s idea of 
the Cuban laboratory was largely that of an arena in which the U.S. could carry out 
political and military experiments to “forge its new colonial policy” (p. vi-viii). 
 
 
3 
viewed the United States as a misguided or rapacious capitalist power that had been 
largely captured and directed by business interests. These narratives considered the 
defense of economic interests to be the primary precipitating factor catalyzing the 
political and military incidents noted by earlier scholars.3  
More recently, scholars like Greg Grandin have shifted away from this event- and 
conflict-oriented perspective and adopted a wider lens to engage in systems analysis at an 
international scale. Within this framework, the Latin American workshop was used as a 
development site for the “new imperialism.” In the new imperialism, the imperial core 
exercised proxy control over the periphery through the ownership of key companies and 
infrastructure to facilitate wealth extraction while maintaining formal political 
independence.4 Although historians have extensively explored these aspects of the Cuban 
laboratory motif in previous scholarship, there is another wing of this experimental space 
that remains unexplored: the laboratory for pleasure. Americans made use of their Cuban 
“laboratory for pleasure” as an uncivilized space in which they could evade the moral 
rubric of home and indulge in exotic pleasures while also insisting upon their own racial 
and civilizational superiority, thus allowing them to align pleasure seeking and the 
defense of civilization as mutually reinforcing goals. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 See William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy. New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1959; Walter LaFeber, A New Empire: An Interpretation of 
American Expansion. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1963. Williams observed that 
capitalism drove American policymakers and businessmen outside the continental 
boundaries of the United States in pursuit of new markets, and LaFeber noted that the of 
economic interests almost invariably “led to political entanglements and to increased 
military responsibilities” (p. 408). 
4 Greg Grandin, Empire’s Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the 
Rise of the New Imperialism. New York: Metropolitan Books, 2006.  
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During the first half of the twentieth century American tourists viewed Cuba as an 
exotic escape from the strictures of everyday morality. Here, Americans could gamble, 
drink hard liquor, and pursue easy sex with “lissome, languorous, warm-eyed” senoritas. 
One visitor declared Havana to be “America’s finest playground.” Cuba was “an all-
around pleasure laboratory,” another affirmed.5 Together with Cuban elites and 
businessmen, American policymakers, entrepreneurs, and tourists remade physical spaces 
of the island nation to facilitate comfortable indulgence in the exotic for visiting 
consumers from the United States. While some scholarly work has noted the impact of 
the tourism industry on Cuban space, economic structures, and identity, it is also 
important to consider the place of these pleasure-facilitating projects within the 
development of Americanness as a distinct set of cultural forms, attitudes, and patterns of 
interaction with the rest of the world.6  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Basil Woon, When It’s Cocktail Time in Cuba. New York: Horace Liveright, 
1928, 52. 
Havana Post, December 23, 1928, 6; Henry W. Wack, “Cuba and West Indies Winter 
Charm,” Arts and Decoration 34 (February 1931), 53. 
 6 Louis A. Pérez, Jr., On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality, and Culture. 
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1999; Christine Skwiot, The 
Purposes of Paradise: U.S. Tourism and Empire in Cuba and Hawai’i. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010; Dennis Merrill, Negotiating Paradise: U.S. 
Tourism and Empire in Twentieth-Century Latin America. Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2009. Pérez, a preeminent historian of Cuban nationality, politics, 
culture, and identity, discusses the tremendous influence of U.S.-Cuban relations on the 
formation of modern Cuba. He considers formal diplomatic relations as well as cultural 
influence driven by economic circumstances. His analysis centers on Cuban 
development, rather than Americanness or the nature of U.S. imperialism broadly 
conceived. Christine Skwiot’s work, on the other hand, is centrally concerned with 
questions of race in U.S. empire and the ways in which Cuba and Hawaii figured 
similarly in the imperial calculations of American statesmen. She traces the thwarted 
attempts at white settler colonialism in both of these locations, and argues that Americans 
subsequently fashioned both Cuba and Hawaii as elite resorts instead. Dennis Merrill’s 
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In the mid- to late-nineteenth century, Americanness had not yet crystallized into 
a category that was as clearly distinct from that of Europeanness as it would later 
become. Both identifiers were founded upon a bifurcated worldview that assumed the 
superiority of white civilization over “savage” nonwhite populations. Biologists and 
anthropologists generated scientific theories of progress to securely ensconce themselves 
at the pinnacle of this racial and civilizational hierarchy. Print media proliferated during 
this period, translating scientific theories into popular images that were disseminated into 
American imaginations through publications like National Geographic, Harper’s Weekly, 
and The Atlantic Monthly. These images unquestionably placed the white populations of 
the United States and Europe on a higher evolutionary and civilizational plane than the 
native populations of places like Africa, East Asia, and the Caribbean, who were depicted 
as backward savages. These representations did not so clearly set Americans apart from 
their white European counterparts. Indeed, many Americans clung to the distinctly 
European category of Anglo-Saxonism as the core marker of their own racial and 
civilizational identity and superiority.7  
 Racial and civilizational conceits coexisted with connate anxieties. At the turn of 
the twentieth century, Americans increasingly encountered immigrant populations at 
home and foreign peoples abroad. Now more than ever, U.S. policymakers felt compelled 
to define and defend the ideational and material boundaries of civilization. Even as 
prominent Americans cleaved to Anglo-Saxonism as their source of racial privilege, they 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
comparative study of American tourism in Mexico, Cuba, and Puerto Rico emphasizes 
the tourist industry as a channel for the exercise of “soft power.”  
 7 Matthew Frye Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters 
Foreign Peoples at Home and Abroad, 1876-1917. New York: Hill and Wang, 2000. 
 
 
6 
also insisted on the critical importance of infusing civilization with a controlled dose of 
barbarian virtue to impart the “intensity” and “the great fighting, masterful virtues” 
necessary to maintain American strength and virility; although material prosperity was 
one of the blessings of civilization, it was also a cancer that could undermine the 
fundamental principles of civilized peoples.8  
 Since Roman times, commentators on empire have articulated a similar 
understanding of barbarian virtue as a necessary defense against overcivilization and its 
attendant moral and physical weaknesses. In the late nineteenth century United States, 
Theodore Roosevelt and other celebrants of barbarian virtue closely twinned these values 
with masculinity. For them, recharging the power of white civilization went hand in hand 
with reinvigorating American masculinity. This pairing quickly unraveled as U.S. 
ventures abroad dragged on, raising questions about how much exposure to barbarian 
virtue civilized men could tolerate before becoming irreversibly morally and physically 
polluted.9 This thesis seeks to draw attention to the significance of the sudden dissolution 
of this enduring formulation. It will then also examine how the Cuban laboratory for 
pleasure offered a set of circumstances in which it was possible to renegotiate the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 8 Theodore Roosevelt was perhaps the most highly visible and well-known 
exemplar of these convictions, which he expressed in his famous speech, The Strenuous 
Life, given in Chicago, Illinois on April 10, 1899.  
 9 Kristin Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood: How Gender Politics 
Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1998. Hoganson’s book compellingly demonstrates that concerns about 
masculinity informed the foreign policy debates and imperialist ambitions of U.S. 
policymakers at the end of the nineteenth century. Initially used to incite and justify an 
aggressive and interventionist foreign policy, concerns were soon after raised about how 
this contact with barbarian populations produced new vulnerabilities to white male 
civilization through exposure to source of moral and physical impurity like prostitution 
and venereal disease.  
 
 
7 
centuries-old understanding of the relationship between barbarian virtue, civilization, and 
the pursuit of pleasure. Chapter 1 discusses the deep history of the antecedent conception 
in order to demonstrate its durability and also to highlight its abrupt disassociation at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Chapter 2 excavates the Cuban laboratory for pleasure by 
explaining how Americans used this experimental space to channel pleasure seeking into 
exercises of barbarian virtue and expressions of masculinity. The altered place of 
consumption and leisure in the balance between barbarism and civilization had profound 
implications for the development of U.S. imperialism and the formation of Americanness. 
Chapter 3 situates the results from the experiments in the Cuban laboratory within 
broader contexts to consider the meaning of pleasure seeking abroad in the development 
of cultural notions of Americanness, as well as how these mentalities underpinned 
imperial relationships between the United States and other countries. In the Cuban 
context, fantasies about the exotic converged with a preponderance and exclusivity of 
American access to and control of a space decidedly outside the bounds of civilization. 
Here, Americans could abandon the standard moral rubric of civilized society while 
exerting cultural influence and wielding economic clout in new and important ways. 
 
 
8 
CHAPTER 1 – BARBARIAN VIRTUE, CIVILIZATION, & MASCULINITY 
 
 
“It is a law of nature that faint-hearted men should be the fruit of luxurious countries, for 
we never find that the same soil produces delicacies and heroes.” 
 
-Herodotus 
 
 
 The relationship between conceptions of barbarism and civilization has always 
been a convoluted one. On the surface, the terms are presently defined – and have long 
been understood – as direct antonyms of each other; to be civilized is to have achieved a 
level of cultural and technological development and a refinement of tastes that is inimical 
to the condition of barbarism. Barbarism, then, is a primitive state of societal 
development characterized precisely by the absence those qualities assigned as the 
markers of “civilization.”10 The terms describe both the organization of societies as a 
whole, as well as the individuals, institutions, and norms that comprise them. It is the 
very polarity of these terms that gives each its meaning through the juxtaposition of a pair 
of binary categories that assign relative assessments of progress and appraisals of moral 
standing – civilization is, without question, considered to be the higher stage of 
development, with the underlying assumption being that progress and development are 
universally recognizable and desirable processes.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 10 For the contemporary meaning of each term, I consulted the Oxford English 
Dictionary. Their historical meanings are the subject of the first part of this chapter.  
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 This conceptualization of barbarism and civilization draws attention to the fact 
that the internal construction and maintenance of an order requires continual reference to 
that which it purports not to be. Carl Schmitt’s understanding of sovereignty supports this 
observation. Writing in the 1920s, Schmitt suggested that the preservation of an order 
requires the negation of that order to a degree, at least in terms of a violation of the norms 
that the polity understands as foundational to that system. Whereas advocates of liberal 
jurisprudence understood rule as the legitimate and rational application of the law, 
Schmitt instead argued that the sovereign must violate the tenets of its own order to 
secure its power. The preservation of the sovereign depends upon the an application of 
force beyond that which is considered acceptable by the very system it seeks to preserve 
– it “suspends the law in the exception on the basis of its right of self-preservation.”11  
 Thus, tensions lurk just under the surface of the tidy binary categorization that 
attempts to partition civilization as markedly and inherently distinct from barbarism. 
Civilization, considered the higher form of development and set of qualities, contains 
within itself the seeds of its own demise. For centuries, observers have noted the dangers 
of “overcivilization”, suggesting that the material realities of civilization, particularly 
when compounded over several generations, ultimately lend themselves to a societal 
entropy that can enervate the entire system from within. Populations become complacent, 
weak, unguarded, and divorced from the fortitude of their barbarian ancestors and 
contemporary counterparts. While civilization itself has been praised for producing 
material abundance and cultivating particular traits within individuals, those same 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 11 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty. 
Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1985, 12.  
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conditions and characteristics have also been widely recognized as potential threats to the 
longevity and defense of the order.  
 A solution to the hazards of overcivilization posited by many of these observers 
(whose ideas will be examined in greater detail shortly) suggests that it is necessary to 
retain an element of “barbarian virtue” within the boundaries of civilization in order to 
preserve and defend the order from itself. The particular characteristics that fall under the 
“barbarian” heading are somewhat nebulous and vary to a degree from one observer to 
the next, but are generally martial qualities implying bravery and bodily hardiness of 
those who possess these virtues. But most importantly, barbarian virtues are always those 
qualities which are recognized as inherently contradictory to civilized ones, but that are 
nevertheless permitted (and desired) in controlled doses as a source of strength. 
Civilization, therefore, constantly must draw upon barbarism to maintain itself while 
simultaneously denying shared behaviors and qualities.  
 In this way, the construction and maintenance of civilization requires inclusion of 
the “outside” within itself, not merely making reference to it. That which constitutes 
barbarian virtue, then, can be thought of as the “constitutive outside” of civilization. The 
constitutive outside is a concept used by Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, Judith Butler, 
and others to describe that which must be discursively excluded from the legitimate 
structure and operation of an order so that that system is able to “posture as internally 
coherent.”12 The barbarian virtues are those qualities and behaviors ostensibly not 
compatible with or permissible within a civilized context. The discursive maneuver of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 12 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, New 
York: Routledge, 1993, 13.  
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casting them as the opposite of civilization then allows for their employment when they 
are deemed necessary and beneficial for the preservation of the prevailing order.13 Thus, 
the defense of civilization is an exercise in managing rhetorical and ideational 
dissonance, for those individuals who are invested in such a project are compelled to 
pilfer elements of barbarism and reclaim them by bringing them within the bounds of 
civilization in a controlled fashion.  
 This chapter will begin in Ancient Rome in order to identify the deep history of 
these notions and demonstrate their longevity across millennia. I will lay out a basic 
genealogy through the late nineteenth-century United States, at which point I will pivot to 
examine the sudden faltering of this formulation and posit an explanation for its failure 
that is grounded in intertwined structural and cultural shifts.  
 
 
 In 98 CE, Roman senator and historian Gaius Cornelius Tacitus completed the 
Germania. In this work, Tacitus lauded the “might and greatness” of Roman civilization, 
but also expressed disapproval about imperial Rome, particularly regarding the frivolous 
lifestyle of its citizens. Not only did Tacitus find self-indulgence in luxury morally 
reprehensible, but he also argued that these behaviors made the Roman people, and 
thereby the Roman Empire, weak and vulnerable. Of particular concern to Tacitus were 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 13 More in-depth discussion of the concept of identity formation and the 
“constitutive outside” can be found in the following: Ernesto Laclau, Empancipations. 
New York: Verso, 1996; Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox. New York: Verso, 
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the Germanic tribes that inhabited the lands outside the boundaries of the Empire and 
whose hardy countenances, taste for violent conflict, and sheer numbers constituted a 
palpable threat. Although Tacitus did not explicitly refer to barbarian “virtues,” he 
certainly perceived a clear contrast between the fresh energy and strength of the 
“barbarian” Germanic tribes and the decadent frivolity of the civilized Romans. He 
described them as lacking cunning and sophistication in matters of expression, but found 
their bravery to be praiseworthy.14 The indolence and indulgence in pleasure on the part 
of the Romans, by contrast, made them soft, corrupt, and vulnerable to the untamed 
barbarism of the Germans.  
 Salvian, a Christian priest who lived in fifth century CE, made similar 
observations regarding the corruption and weakness of Romans relative to the virtue and 
strength of the barbarians who, by this time, had launched several successful invasions 
against the Empire and established settlements within its borders. In his writing, Salvian 
condemned the Epicureans and others who had “associated God with carelessness and 
sloth, just as they have linked pleasure with virtue.”15 He observed that the Romans had 
once been heroic and virtuous, but had since succumbed to the sins of indolence and 
greed. Viewing an ascetic lifestyle as the path toward eternal salvation, Salvian believed 
that these behaviors had incurred the wrath of the Divine, as evidenced by the decline of 
the Empire. Like Tacitus, Salvian acknowledged the general supposition of the 
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superiority of civilization, stating, “it seems to most men intolerable that we should be 
called worse than barbarians.”16 “I myself who say that we Romans, who judge ourselves 
far superior to all other nations on earth, are worse in many respects, do not deny that in 
certain ways we are superior,” Salvian wrote. He identified “the good law,” which “is the 
gift of Christ,” as the source of this superiority.  
 This source of superiority was also simultaneously the cause of civilizational 
decline, for this knowledge of God’s law conferred greater moral responsibility upon the 
Romans than their ignorant barbarian counterparts. Salvian inquired, “if we are equal to 
[the barbarians] in viciousness, why are we not also equal to them in strength?” He 
concluded that it was because of the greater degree of offense given to God by the 
knowing transgressions made by the Romans, in contrast to sins made in ignorance on the 
part of the “savage” Saxons, “treacherous” Franks, “ruthless” Gepids, and “lewd” Huns. 
“The greater the personal dignity of the sinner,” Salvian observed, “the greater is the 
odium of his sin.” 17 Like Tacitus, Salvian recognized civilization as the superior moral 
and political order, but also noted its tendencies toward political and spiritual 
degradation, and the contrasting virtue demonstrated by barbarian populations.  
 Centuries later, Ibn Khaldûn, a Mediterranean scholar, jurist, and statesman, 
completed the Muqaddimah, an Islamic history written in the late 1370s and early 1380s. 
In this work, Khaldûn examined the ways in which the physical environment and a 
society’s way of making a living influenced material living conditions, which in turn 
shaped political styles and cultures. He contrasted the sedentary lifestyle of populations 
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practicing agriculture to the migratory lifestyle of populations dependent upon animal 
husbandry. Each way of making a living lent itself to the availability of different material 
resources and, in turn, different characteristics and tendencies of the peoples themselves. 
Khaldûn noted that sedentary peoples “are much concerned with all kinds of pleasures. 
They are accustomed to luxury and success in worldly occupations and to indulgence in 
worldly desires.” Like Salvian, Khaldûn criticized civilized peoples on religious grounds 
for their infatuation with worldly desires and pleasures. He observed that “sedentary life 
constitutes the last stage of civilization and the point where it begins to decay. It also 
constitutes the last stage of evil and of remoteness from goodness.”18 
 Itinerant Bedouin populations, by contrast, were “the antithesis of civilization.”19 
Khaldûn noted that Bedouins “may be concerned with worldly affairs as (sedentary 
people are). However, such concern would touch only the necessities of life and no 
luxuries or anything causing, or calling for, desires and pleasures.” The more uncertain 
nature of their material existence fostered bravery among savage groups, making them 
“better able to achieve superiority and to take away the things that are in the hands of 
other nations.”20 “Clearly,” Khaldûn stated, “the Bedouins are closer to being good than 
sedentary people.”21 Bedouins possessed courage and fortitude lacking in sedentary 
populations, who have “become used to laziness and ease. They are sunk into well-being 
and luxury… no hunting occupies their time. They are carefree and trusting, and have 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 18 Ibn Khaldûn, Franz Rosenthal, N. J. Dawood, and Bruce B. Lawrence, The 
Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2005, 94. 
 19 Ibid., 118. 
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ceased to carry weapons.”22 Whenever populations “settle in fertile plains and amass 
luxuries and become accustomed to a life of abundance and refinement, their bravery 
decreases to the degree that their wildness and desert habits decrease,” for then people 
became “merely concerned with prosperity, gain, and a life of abundance.” 23  
 In the eighteenth century, English historian Edward Gibbon made consonant 
observations regarding the relationship between civilization and barbarism. In his most 
famous work, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Gibbon marked barbarian 
valor as a factor contributing to the fall of the Roman Empire. Like Tacitus, Salvian, and 
Khaldûn before him, Gibbon saw barbarism as a source of strength and power.24 German-
Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz also considered the barbarian virtues a 
necessary component for the defense and maintenance of civilization. In On War, he 
analyzed the operation and features of war as an extension of politics. Clausewitz’s 
taxonomy of civilization was shaped by notions of teleological scientific progress and 
rationality; he demarcated the conflicts of civilized nations from those that occurred “ 
amongst savages” based on the degree of rational calculation involved. Even though 
civilized people were still driven to war by passions, Clausewitz believed that “their 
intelligence exercises greater influence on their mode of carrying on War” as opposed to 
the “rude acts of mere instinct” guiding the conduct conflicts among “wild, warlike,” 
savage races. The critical difference was in the cultivation of the intellect and the art of 
“self-command” – the ability to rationally harness those underlying passions and direct 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 22 Ibid., 95.  
 23 Ibid., 107-109. 
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them in a calculated fashion for the most effective operation of war. Clausewitz observed 
that the capacity for self-command was largely absent in “savage nations, where the low 
degree of mental cultivation favours always the dominance of the passions.” Yet, while 
he believed this capacity to “belong strictly to the epochs of higher culture,” he 
nevertheless maintained that these wild passions were necessary as a driving force for the 
most effective operation of war.25  
 Scholars and politicians across millennia have considered barbarism and 
civilization to be fundamentally antithetical stages of social development, while also 
believing a controlled infusion of barbarian virtue to be an antidote to the debilitating 
effects of civilization. This lineage carried into the mid-nineteenth-century United States. 
In 1885, Protestant preacher Josiah Strong neatly categorized the world into civilized, 
Christian peoples and the barbarous “inferior peoples” who were afflicted with “the 
problem of heathenism.” Between these groups, Strong perceived a cosmic contest “of 
vitality and of civilization.” He predicted that Anglo-Saxon Christiandom, “this race of 
unequaled energy” would be driven by the will of God to “spread itself over the earth” 
and “impress its institutions upon mankind.” 26 
 Despite this confident prognosticating, Strong also conceded, much like Salvian 
many centuries before him, that “every civilization has its destructive and preservative 
elements,” and that the “great and increasing wealth” of the time in which he was writing 
“subjects us to all the perils of luxuriousness.” He praised the “poverty” of less 
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developed, barbaric nations, since this quality “is favorable to hardihood and industry.” 
The “luxury” of civilization, by contrast, “results in enervation.” Strong drew parallels 
between the present situation of the United States and empires that had preceded it: 
 
Her American possessions made Spain the richest and most powerful 
nation of Europe; but wealth induced luxury and idleness, whence came 
poverty and degradation. Rome was never stronger in all the seeming 
elements of power than at the moment of her fall. She had grown rich, and 
riches had corrupted her morals, rendered her effeminate, and made her an 
easy prey to the lusty barbarian of the North.27 
 
 
 Ultimately, Strong believed that the strength of the Anglo-Saxon race was 
undoubtedly “the salt of Christianity,” without which it would “speedily decay.”28 Like 
Tacitus, Salvian, Khaldûn, and many others before him, Strong observed the inherently 
inimical qualities of civilization and barbarism, praised the former as superior while also 
recognizing weakness inherent in it, and recognized the contrasting strength of 
populations in less developed states of social organization.  
 Late-nineteenth-century American scholars like Lewis Henry Morgan and 
Thorstein Veblen engaged in anthropological and sociological studies to explain 
processes of development. Morgan’s 1877 book, Ancient Society, contains ethnographic 
commentary and social theory that classifies levels of societal organization on a 
developmental hierarchy. This scale spans from primitive “savage” societies, through 
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“barbarism,” and ultimately to the most advanced stage of “civilization.”29 Crude 
weaponry, unsophisticated speech, relatively simple institutions, and “feeble” notions of 
private property prevail at the lower end of the spectrum, whereas in “upper status” 
barbarian and civilized societies, individual ownership of property is widespread 
alongside greater sophistication of art and complexity of tools and institutions.30 The 
universal pattern of development Morgan outlines draws parallels between American, 
Greek, and Roman civilizations, thus highlighting the precarious nature of any particular 
civilization atop the developmental hierarchy.   
 American sociologist Thorstein Veblen used contemporary anthropological 
discourses to inform the framework of his own study, The Theory of the Leisure Class, 
first published in 1899. Veblen analyzed the effects of the division of labor on the 
development of society, specifically on the emergence of a particular social group – the 
leisure class. Veblen traced barbarian cultures of conquest and domination, and explained 
that the barbarian conquerors would coerce the populations they conquered into 
performing labor intensive work. This allowed the barbarians to recuse themselves from 
such tasks, which planted the seeds of an emergent leisure class. The primary purpose of 
Veblen’s study is to critique conspicuous consumption – the ostentatious indulgence in 
and display of wealth and economic power to secure class status in a way that does not 
contribute to society in any other way beyond this simple maintenance of class power. 
Although he did not use the word “overcivilization,” the fundamental critique 
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undergirding the entire work is precisely this phenomenon of uninhibited and 
unproductive indulgence in pleasure seeking.31 
 As the twentieth century approached, this concern about civilizational 
maintenance became increasingly entangled with a knot of other gendered and racial 
conceits and anxieties moving within domestic social and political debates in the United 
States. Structural shifts in the economy altered modes of production, forms of work, and 
other aspects of nineteenth century life. Changes in material circumstances also 
engendered visceral ideational disruptions that were felt at the level of the individual, the 
family, and society more broadly, as industrialization destabilized gender norms and 
existing ideas about the appropriate balance between work and leisure in the moral life. 
At a fundamental level, industrialization transformed the nature of work itself. The 
market revolution effectuated the decline of the local independent craftsmen and the rise 
of bigger producers who participated in larger markets by mechanizing and subdividing 
labor. Thus, industrial manufacturing and its associated priorities of efficiency and 
economies of scale supplanted the values of independent tradesmen like shoemakers and 
blacksmiths.32 Workers were both pushed and pulled off farms and into cities by the 
forces of the economy, and were drawn into wage labor in the process. Removal from 
their land and the mechanization and subdivision of work within a wage labor system 
increasingly alienated workers from both control over and the products of their own 
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labor. Autonomy and creativity were efficiently clipped out of the productive process, 
resulting in a less emotionally satisfying experience of work for some individuals.33  
 Mechanization, partnered with Taylorist strategies of scientific management and 
the gospel of efficiency, pumped increasing quantities of consumer goods from factory 
floors. Increased productive capacity meant that greater quantities of goods could be 
produced in less time with less input of human labor, prompting questions about what 
should be done with the time left over that was no longer required to produce those 
outputs. These structural changes created space for fresh debates about the appropriate 
balance between work and leisure in the moral life. On the one hand, many observers 
lauded mechanization as a pathway to greater human dignity and freedom. Others raised 
concerns that greater leisure time would only result in overcivilization and the attendant 
individual moral and physical corruption and weakness that accompanied material 
abundance.34   
 Changes in the economy also undermined established gender roles and interrupted 
the operations of the family unit in American life. Economic enticement and necessity 
increasingly drew women in search of wages away from the home and into other 
occupations. This complicated traditional understandings of family life as it related to 
civic virtue, which considered the women’s role in the home to be critical not only to the 
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stability of family life, but also to the wellbeing of the polity as whole. Women were 
responsible for maintaining the home as a refuge from the corruptions of the public 
sphere of politics and other prerogatives of men. It was also woman’s duty to instill 
desired virtues in the next generation through the education of her children. As women 
increasingly sought work in capacities outside the home, some observers expressed 
concern about what would happen to the health of the polity if women “neglected” these 
critical roles as homemakers and instillers of civic virtue. 
 In the nineteenth century, masculinity was understood as a condition to be 
demonstrated through commitment to family and commonweal and cultivated through 
hard work and economic independence.35 As women took on new roles in a sphere 
previously dominated by men, some men felt displaced from their traditional role as 
providers and uncertain about what manliness now meant and how this quality should be 
acquired and demonstrated. The New Woman flouted sexual conventions and asserted 
herself politically, contributing to the disruption of traditional gender roles and provoking 
insecurities among American men about the state of their masculinity.36 Widespread 
anxieties about need to revitalize American virility were only further fueled by the 
sentiment famously articulated by Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893 that the American 
frontier was now closed and no longer available as an outlet for rugged, manly energies.  
 These factors, compounded on top of the lack of martial opportunity for a 
generation of men contributed to a sense of a stifled, enervated masculinity. The crisis of 
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masculinity intersected with messily entangled issues pertaining to work and play, to 
race, and to civilizational fitness; individual insecurities were wrapped up in concerns 
about the wellbeing of home and family, which in turn affected civic life and polity, 
which ultimately culminated in concerns about the defense of civilization itself. At this 
time, Americans experienced increased encounters with foreign peoples both at home and 
abroad, which contributed to rising anxieties about racial and civilizational makeup, 
purity, and fitness. Thus, issues of gender, race, pleasure, and civilization generated 
mutually-reinforcing insecurities.   
 American masculinity was weakened as its connections to traditional pillars of 
republicanism, family, and work became increasingly unstable and uncertain. Men 
concerned about the need to reinvigorate American masculinity found a strategy to 
accomplish this goal by abandoning some of those crumbling pillars, and instead 
twinning masculinity closely to the pillar of barbarian virtue. Republican masculinity was 
supplanted by an imperial masculinity that emphasized aggressive military engagement 
as a necessary antidote to the enervating toll that civilization had taken on American men. 
Barbarian virtue and masculinity are not identical concepts, as barbarian virtue was used 
specifically in reference to civilization, whereas masculinity had a much more wide-
ranging set of applications. While invocations of barbarian virtue necessarily implicated 
masculinity as it was imagined, masculinity also encompassed other values and qualities. 
It is curious to note, however, how very closely these two ideas were paired and deployed 
at the close of the nineteenth century as the United States embarked on its first overseas 
imperial ventures – masculinity was frequently reduced to or primarily discussed 
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specifically in reference to barbarian virtue, rather than drawing upon other values and 
qualities to define masculinity and what was prized about it.  
 Theodore Roosevelt is perhaps the most recognizable exemplar of this pairing. 
After his escapades in Cuba with his band of Rough Riders, Roosevelt told his 
psychologist Stanley Hall that “over-sentimentality, over-softness, in fact washiness and 
mushiness are the great dangers of this age and of this people. Unless we keep the 
barbarian virtues, gaining the civilized ones will be of little avail.”37 Hall concurred with 
this analysis, and was among the many medical professionals at this time who feared that 
the conditions of civilization sapped Americans of potency and life force. Neurasthenia, 
otherwise known as Americanitis, was widely cited by medical professionals as a 
debilitating mental and physical weakness resulting from the stresses of modern life. One 
suggested remedy for men was the embrace of rugged, martial masculinity. Rugged 
masculinity was yet another expression of the centuries-old understanding of healthy 
doses of aggressive savagery as necessary antidotes to the threat of overcivilization. It is 
also interesting to note how quickly this pairing dissipated only a few short months after 
it was so enthusiastically invoked to justify the U.S. involvement in the Spanish-
American and Philippine-American wars – the overseas empire expressed concerns about 
its own degeneracy only months after its inception. Expressions of barbarian virtue, 
exercises of rugged masculinity, and celebrations of violent excess were displaced from 
their esteemed position as a newer iteration of masculinity achieved discursive 
dominance. A new imperial masculinity emerged in spaces like the Cuban laboratory for 
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pleasure, where pleasure seeking and the advancement of civilization were married as 
compatible goals that could be pursued in tandem.  
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CHAPTER 2 – THE CUBAN LABORATORY FOR PLEASURE 
 
“… the early Spaniards came here to find gold; we come here with gold to indulge 
ourselves in our so-called bad habits.”38 
 
 At the start of the twentieth century, tangled questions of how to regenerate 
American masculinity and balance work and pleasure in the moral life were not issues 
that could be contained within a domestic context, for these issues also intersected with 
concerns about defining and defending the ideational and material boundaries of 
civilization. How could individual and civilizational rigor be maintained in an age when 
technological innovations in transportation and communications technology rendered 
boundaries increasingly porous? American statesmen, who had so recently heralded a 
necessary injection of strength through barbarian virtue, yielded to critics who warned 
that prolonged exposure to barbarism could contaminate the pure moral and physical 
stock of Anglo-Saxon men.  After the conclusion of the “splendid little war,” notions of 
barbarian virtue as an antidote against effete indulgence in pleasure seeking quickly 
disaggregated and were turned inside out, with barbarian virtue being exercised in Cuba 
through sybaritic consumptive acts. In Cuba, Americans aligned pleasure seeking and the 
defense of civilization as goals that could be advanced in tandem.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 38 Karl K. Kitchen, “Mr. Manhattan,” The Evening World. March 10, 1928. p.3.  
 
 
26 
            A convergence of factors made the Cuban laboratory for pleasure a neatly 
quarantined space where it was possible to renegotiate the relationship between barbarian 
virtue and civilization, and to work out how white American men could most effectively 
assert domination over other populations. Most important among these elements were: an 
existing stock of fantasies available to twentieth century Americans that regarded Cuba as 
an exotic escape, Cuba’s status as an uncivilized place where the restrictions of American 
society did not apply, and the exclusivity of economic and cultural power and access to 
the island that Americans enjoyed. This chapter will begin by exploring the construction 
of the laboratory for pleasure, the groundwork for which was laid long before the 
expulsion of the Spanish from the Western hemisphere in 1898. It will then describe the 
changes Americans made to physical spaces of the island nation during the twentieth 
century in order to facilitate pleasure seeking and indulgence in exoticized luxury. 
Finally, this chapter considers the significance of these projects against the backdrop of 
tangled civilizational, gendered, and racial anxieties. What Americans chose to do with 
their novel control over and access to Cuba is indicative of a newfound understanding of 
their position in the world as Americans, for although these interactions had profound 
impacts on Cuban economic, political, and social structures and Cuban identity, 
Americans were not only influencing Cuba and Cubans – they were also defining 
themselves as a nation of pleasure seekers willing to enforce their self-bestowed right to 
pleasure through the application of military, political, and financial force when 
considered necessary.   
 Cuba has long been the object of fantasies of domination that imagined the ways 
in which the resources of the island could be extracted for the benefit and pleasure of the 
 
 
27 
inhabitants of more civilized lands. Christopher Columbus’ first impressions of Cuban 
shores in October 1492 expressed awe and wonderment at the island’s striking beauty 
and abundance. He declared the island to be the “most lovely that eyes have ever seen,” 
noting the profusion of birds, trees, fruits, and hospitable inlets. Columbus’s fixation was 
centered on resource extraction; he noted the myriad ways he believed this to be a place 
with bountiful resources ready to be removed and shipped across the Atlantic for the 
enjoyment of European elites.39 The Spanish actualized this vision, making Cuba a nexus 
for the production of crops that signified luxury and indulgence. Unlike mundane staple 
crops meant for mere sustenance like wheat or potatoes, the produce of Cuba was 
intended to please the senses. By the end of the seventeenth century, land that had 
previously been used for raising cattle was transformed and brought under cultivation to 
grow tobacco and sugar cane for the enjoyment of European populations. These efforts 
were some of the earliest uses of Cuba as a sensual paradise ripe for the enjoyment of 
outsiders. More than three centuries later, as the North American population expanded, 
U.S. investors in Cuban sugar gradually adopted cognate imaginings and efforts.40 
 Cuba was imagined as a place for the pursuit of pleasure both in terms of the 
cultivation of agricultural products in the countryside and of an economy of vice in urban 
centers. The roots of Havana’s economy of vice can be traced as early as the late 
sixteenth century, when Havana was already established as a hub for gambling and 
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prostitution. Individuals who made profit on the North American continent found ample 
opportunities to squander their fortunes on commercialized vice in Havana. Brothels 
proliferated, employing native women and African slaves to serve their clientele.41 
Continued trade further increased the traffic of visitors to the island, stimulating demand 
for retail and entertainment. Sugar harvesting season regularly brought transient workers 
and the crews of ships required to transport the harvest. The California gold rush drew 
increasing numbers of travelers through the island as they made their way toward the 
Panamanian isthmus en route to the California coast. By the 1880s, Havana also played 
host to approximately 32,000 U.S. seamen each year.42 Many of these temporary visitors 
sought diversion when not at work, and accommodations sprung up to service their 
desires. 
 In general, however, nineteenth-century American enjoyment of Cuba was 
imagined less in terms of access to vice and primarily in terms of the benefits to be 
reaped from relaxing amidst the natural beauty of the island itself. Travel accounts 
conveyed notions of Cuba as an idyllic Eden where visitors could linger and regenerate 
their health. These travelers tended to fixate on romanticized notions of Cuba as the 
“tropics,” a place where time slowed down or even reverted back to a less complicated 
age of the distant past where visitors could unwind from the tensions of modern life. 
Cuba held special appeal for vacationers during the mid- to late-nineteenth century, when 
concerns about neurasthenia were widespread. Sophia Peabody Hawthorne, wife of 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, was one of many Americans with chronic illnesses who made 
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extended stays in Cuba in the hopes that its languid environment and tranquil atmosphere 
would soothe their ailments. She noted that after spending time on a peaceful estate 
distant from the din of Havana, she had experienced none of the illness to which she so 
frequently succumbed in Boston. Despite persistent headaches and weariness, she held 
out hope that “both will yield in due time to such a climate.”43 In travel accounts like 
those of Sophia Peabody Hawthorne, travelers imagined the island in terms of the 
regenerative force bestowed by its natural environment.  
 The ways in which North Americans imagined Cuba and the kinds of enjoyment 
they sought while visiting the island during this period were not yet markedly different 
from Northern enjoyment of Dixie during Reconstruction. Each destination was 
romanticized, praised for its forgiving climate as a refuge from the biting chill of northern 
winters, and associated with the past, a “less strenuous pace” of life, and a “general 
atmosphere and attitude of languor.”44 Yankees imagined the American South, like Cuba, 
as an escape from modern life and as a haven where it was possible to regenerate physical 
and psychological health. The White Sulphur Springs of West Virginia were “peculiarly 
suited… to the nervous and other diseases resulting from the headlong pace of modern 
life.”45 Notions of these two locations as vacation destinations diverged around the time 
of the Spanish-American War, when Theodore Roosevelt gathered his Rough Riders and 
engaged in martial ventures overseas to promote virility, athleticism, and nationalism 
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over sectionalism.46 As the American South became more wholly folded into patriotic 
expressions and exercises, Cuba, by contrast, was set apart by its exotic identifiers and 
status as being beyond the boundaries of civilization.  
 The infirm were not the only travelers to romanticize Cuba. Music critic Charles 
Rosenberg accompanied Swedish soprano Jenny Lind to Cuba on her North American 
tour under contract with P.T. Barnum. As their ship pulled into the Havana harbor, he 
noted, “Nothing can well be more beautifully picturesque,” so beautiful that “almost 
could I have fancied that I had entered unawares upon the Garden of Paradise.”47 Another 
traveler made note of the “luscious fruits and delightful scenery… of this modern Eden.” 
“It seems to have been designed as a haunt for the Muses,” she wrote.48 These early 
imaginings exoticized Cuba as a place caught in the past and rich with natural beauty and 
resources, all available for the pleasure and enjoyment of visitors, rather than residents of 
the island themselves. Despite the existence of an economy of vice in Havana, accounts 
prior to the American direct control that began in 1898 imagine Cuba in terms of purity, 
opportunities for relaxation, and benefits for health. Such understandings would undergo 
a rapid transformation around the turn of the twentieth century.   
 U.S. policymakers also imagined U.S.-Cuban relations in “natural” terms as they 
weighed the island in their political calculations and dreamed of folding it under direct 
U.S. influence. These covetous considerations were frequently couched in terms of a 
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geographical law of gravity that suggested that Cuba would inevitably be pulled into the 
orbit of the United States by the laws of nature itself. In 1823, Secretary of State John 
Quincy Adams stated that both Puerto Rico and Cuba, due to “their local position, are 
natural appendages of the North American continent.”49 In 1896, Pennsylvania Senator 
Donald Cameron declared, “The ultimate acquisition of Cuba has been regarded as the 
fixed policy of the United States… All agree that [it] is not only desirable but 
inevitable.”50 Two years later, writer William Mills noted this long-standing trend among 
American statesmen to regard “the Island of Cuba… as a natural geographical and 
political part of the territory of the United States.”  
 Presidents James Polk, Franklin Pierce, and Grover Cleveland all either 
considered or actually attempted to purchase the island from Spain. Mills contrasted the 
“unnatural relation [with Spain]” that “should be broken” with the “natural relation [with 
the United States]” that should be taken up instead because of Cuba’s “geographical 
position,” which made “the incorporation of Cuba into our territorial system… natural 
and right.”51 This law of geographical gravity had pull in the imaginations of U.S. 
policymakers and businessmen; just ninety miles south of the Florida Keys, Cuba was 
tantalizingly close, yet just out of reach due to lingering Spanish influence. Dreams of 
political domination thus accompanied desires for economic extraction, indulgence in 
vice, and repose in tropical bucolic settings in the stock of existing fantasies that 
circulated in American imaginations as the turn of the twentieth century approached. 
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 In the immediate aftermath of the Spanish-American War, Cuba was teeming with 
thousands of Americans, including soldiers who had been involved in the conflict, 
journalists who covered the war, and workers who had been introduced in various 
capacities. Having expelled the Spanish from the Western Hemisphere, Americans 
experienced a new ease of access and exclusivity of power in Cuba. American settlers, 
colonists, farmers and businessmen, contractors, developers, builders, and tourists joined 
the soldiers and journalists already stationed on the island nation, and they all put 
pressures on existing Cuban infrastructure and generated increased demand for goods and 
services. New establishments sprang up to meet this burgeoning demand, and existing 
Cuban businesses, hotels, restaurants, and bars retooled to better cater to American tastes 
and preferences. Between 1899 and 1902, bars and restaurants inspired by American 
places and themes proliferated, including the Washington Saloon, Yankee Bar, New 
England Bar, New York Bar, Texas Bar, California Restaurant, and Chicago Restaurant. 
One restaurateur declared “Our cooking is strictly American and our customers are 
Americans.”52 Although Cuba’s economy had long been influenced by Spanish control 
and by its proximity to markets within the United States, the influx of American travelers 
had a profound transformative effect on the island nation. No longer would Americans 
simply imagine the resources of Cuba as existing for their own consumption and delight. 
After 1898, the preponderance of U.S. military, political, and economic power exercised 
over Cuba made these fantasies a reality.  
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 Before these dreams could be fully realized, something had to be done to excise 
the threatening aspect of Cuba’s Orientalized identity. Numerous observers commented 
on the need to tame the young, wild republic with waves of North American cultural 
imports to facilitate comfortable indulgence for the American consumer. Of primary 
concern to American observers were the discomforts and perils of filth and disease, 
which they quickly set about eradicating through projects supervised by American 
officers and financed by capital pulled from Cuban pockets. In 1902, the National 
Geographic reported that the “wise, conscientious, persistent measures which for three 
years the United States officers have been enforcing throughout Habana, despite the 
opposition and dislikes of the Cubans, have delivered the city of its old foes – filth and 
the filth diseases.” Thanks to American-directed efforts, “the city of Habana,” which had 
“so long been considered as a sort of nursery of diseases” was now “clear and pure.” This 
accomplishment was achieved by a systematic invasion of Cuban homes by “cleaning 
squads,” teams of “hired Cubans under the personal direction of an American officer” 
who conducted scientifically rigorous cleansing campaigns. These efforts were so 
thorough that, “by the end of the second year of American occupation every house in the 
city had been cleaned from top to bottom at least once under the supervision of American 
officers.”53 
 Such efforts immediately boosted the reputation of the island nation. In 1907, 
Sydney Brooks noted, “For three centuries at least, both to Europe and to America, the 
name of Havana has been a name of terror” due to yellow fever and outbursts of violence 
from civil war. He cited North American hygiene as the most important cultural import in 
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beginning to remake Cuban space and transform it into “a recognized resort for pleasure-
seekers.” Suggesting that “the Cubans may not have learned much from the United 
States,” he conceded that “they have at least learned the value of cleanliness.”54 The 
National Geographic also acknowledged these changes, noting that “the reputation of the 
city of Habana is rapidly changing for the better.” Having successfully eliminated these 
threatening aspects of Cuba’s exoticism, North Americans could now more freely enjoy 
Cuba and “the beautiful surroundings which Nature has given it.” Furthermore, the 
National Geographic presciently observed that “the mildness of its climate in the winter” 
made Havana “a Paradise to northerners during the harsh season of the year. There are 
many who believe that Palm Beach and the winter resorts of Florida are many times 
eclipsed by the charms of the Cuban capital, and that in the near future it will rightly 
become the most popular of American winter resorts.”55 
 It should be noted that not all Americans arrived on Cuban shores in search of 
luxury and repose. American policymakers, businessmen, missionaries, and pleasure 
seekers converged upon Cuba with different and sometimes incongruous objectives and 
ideas about the degree to which the exotic nature of their new imperial possession should 
be tempered or muted. At the same time as statesmen, journalists, and missionaries were 
proclaiming their noble civilizing mission in the new republic, other Americans had 
different ideas about how to engage with Cuba and Cubans. In 1901, Quaker missionary 
Mary Mather Jones expressed exasperation due to the behavior of American sailors of the 
U.S navy. She bemoaned the “samples of Protestant civilization given to the Cubans by 
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fellow Americans,” complaining that their “drinking, carousing, gambling, singing, 
shouting, entering houses and insulting women… makes our faces tingle with shame.”56 
Jones’ statement is but one of many examples of missionaries who expressed 
consternation over the conflicting moral projects taking place under the auspices of 
American guidance. British author Sydney Brooks also commented on the conflicted 
moral position of Americans in relation to their tropical playground that resulted from the 
competing interests of tourists, businessmen, and a sententious American public:  
 
Havana… is to develop something on the lines of another Monte Carlo. 
More than one concession to this end has been sought from the Cuban 
Congress, but so far, I gather, American morality, stimulated by the 
outcries of the Florida hotel proprietors, has been potent enough to prevent 
the scheme from taking shape and substance… one can only recognize in 
it one more touch of the sanctified hypocrisy that makes the English-
speaking world kin. Americans would be untrue to the code of Anglo-
Saxondom if, while not at all objecting to the Cuban people ruining 
themselves by the lottery, they were not instantly and properly scandalized 
that they should seek to entice wealthy Americans to gamble in a casino.57  
  
 
 Pleasure facilitating projects on the island nation thus both complemented and 
complicated other objectives in the U.S. laboratory for empire. While the Havana 
sinscape would eventually attract thousands of American visitors and facilitate a degree 
of control that aided U.S. political and economic ambitions, American consumption in 
this zone of moral license also initially undercut policymakers’ and missionaries’ stated 
goals of civilizing mission and moral uplift. While there was no single American vision 
for the future of Cuba, there was one point on which these disparate groups uniformly 
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agreed – that Cuba was not civilization. This critical fact would profoundly influence the 
ways in which Americans envisioned Cuba and how it should be used to suit the cultural 
and political imperatives of empire. Cuba, as an uncivilized place, was simultaneously a 
candidate for mentorship in the art of self government and use as a tropical playground 
where American elites could engage in forms of vice not allowed on the mainland. 
Experiences in Havana’s economy of vice set the tone for a broader pattern of American 
interactions with the world. Early twentieth century experiences in Cuba helped to shape 
a distinct American attitude toward the world beyond national borders that imagined the 
foreign as existing for their own pleasure, consumption, and entertainment.    
 Only a few short years before, prominent statesmen had looked to armed conflicts 
in places like Cuba and the Philippines as critical opportunities to exercise the barbarian 
virtues in order to reinvigorate white American masculinity, defend against the physical 
and moral decay of overcivilization, and thereby preserve civilization itself. Now, in the 
early decades of the twentieth century, U.S. policymakers and entrepreneurs pivoted to 
promote the pursuit of pleasure and indulgence in luxury through American tourism in 
Cuba. They wanted to ensure that Cuba retained its exotic allure, but without seeming 
threateningly or disconcertingly foreign. Their planning and investment transformed the 
economy and the physical space of Havana by shaping it to suit the whims and fantasies 
of wealthy Americans in pursuit of pleasure and entertainment. The passage of the Platt 
Amendment in 1903 provided an umbrella of protection for American investment in the 
island nation generally. More narrowly focused on tourism, U.S. railroad, shipping, hotel 
and retail executives formed the Cuban Commercial Association in 1914 with the goal of 
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“attracting foreign travel to Cuba.”58 The Cuban government formed the National Tourist 
Commission five years later with the same objective.  
 Tourists responded positively to early changes made to Cuban spaces, and the 
young island republic experienced a steady increase of North American traffic. Up from 
approximately five thousand visitors each year prior to 1898, almost 33,000 tourists 
arrived in 1914, 36,000 a year later, and 44,000 in 1916.59 Over 178,000 American 
pleasure seekers visited Cuba in 1927.60 As the number of Americans traveling to Cuba 
increased, so did the dollars they spent there and the percentage of the national economy 
devoted to serving visitors over residents. Between 1934 and 1941, tourism was the third 
largest industry in Cuba behind only sugar cane and tobacco, and as time went on, Cuban 
economic dependence on American tourism only increased.61 
 The tourists flocking to Cuba in the early twentieth century were in pursuit of 
different forms of pleasure than their nineteenth century predecessors. Rather than 
seeking out relaxation in settings characterized primarily by natural beauty, twentieth 
century tourists instead sought opportunities for entertainment in contrived settings 
designed to facilitate pleasure seeking and consumption. The protections instituted by the 
U.S. government, investments made by American businessmen, and accommodations 
made by Cubans helped to reshape Cuban space, making it more amenable to this newest 
wave of pleasure seekers. Oriental Park Racetrack, completed in 1915, attracted wealthy 
North Americans, who transported their thoroughbreds to race at the facility during the 
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winter. This facility also drew crowds for automobile races and boxing matches, 
including the famous April 5, 1915 fight between Jess Willard and Jack Johnson that 
attracted over 25,000 Cuban and 5,000 American spectators.62 In addition, several yacht 
clubs, country clubs, and golf courses were built to attract elite North American 
customers with the opportunity to perform familiar leisure activities in comfortably 
exoticized settings.63  
 One of the most frequent complaints of travelers and last remaining obstacles to 
making Cuba a paradise for consumption and entertainment was the lack of suitable 
hotels to accommodate the recent deluge of pleasure seekers. The New York Times made 
note of this in 1919, stating, “hotels are the island’s chief lack.”64 Havana still lacked 
“sufficient hotel facilities” in early 1928, but the Cuban government found increased 
incentive to invest in tourism in their country around this time as the price of sugar 
tanked and the Cuban economy took a hit. President Machado and Carlos Miguel de 
Cespedes, his Secretary of Public Works, joined forces with private capital to lure greater 
numbers of American tourists to empty their pocketbooks on Cuban shores. In “this new 
playground of the Western World,” plans were set in motion to construct “new roads… 
new golf courses, hotels and clubs.” The New York Times commented, “A new Cuba is 
being built as the result of its discovery by the American tourist.” In their laboratory for 
empire, Americans asserted dominance not only through military exercises and 
manipulation of Cuban currency and politics – they also flexed their growing economic 
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muscle to cultivate “a foreign-flavored American Riviera” through participation in 
aristocratic pastimes in a bastion of white elite power and pleasure.65  
 Many of the changes that American investors and Cuban businessmen made to 
Cuban spaces in the early twentieth century were first and foremost intended to enhance 
the exotic appeal of Cuba as an escape for American pleasure seekers, rather than to 
increase the standard of living for Cubans themselves. These were often intentional 
projects undertaken by investors and entrepreneurs in pursuit of profit. But Americans 
were not only drawn to Cuba by the allure of the foreign; they were also repulsed by 
changes made within the United States that pushed them to Cuban shores in pursuit of 
pleasure. As Progressives attempted to tighten the laces on morality and pleasure seeking 
at home through prohibitionist reforms, Americans increasingly looked for escape 
abroad. In 1907, the New York Times noted the flagrant gambling occurring under the 
provisional government and dubbed Cuba a “Gamblers’ Paradise.” “Havana is wide 
open,” Provincial Governor Emilio Núñez declared, “and the Town of Bejucal a Monte 
Carlo.”66 Gambling was often closely associated with additional forms of vice not 
generally considered acceptable by the growing ranks of Progressives within the United 
States. Progressives, who looked to regulate pleasure and reform adult behavior, also 
frowned upon boxing and the consumption of alcohol.67 These activities quite frequently 
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went hand in hand with gambling. Through these channels, American elites were able to 
offshore some of their consumption of vice by practicing these activities in an imperial 
holding, where the normal moral standards of civil society did not apply. 
 As the Progressives cracked down on alcohol consumption and other forms of 
vice within the United States, Americans increasingly looked to indulge in their nearby 
laboratory for pleasure. Here, they could engage in forms of pleasure seeking not 
permissible within the bounds of civilization. Already in 1916, the Havana Post lamented 
that “the wrong use of opium, heroine, morphine, and other harmful drugs, a few years 
ago almost unknown here… is now growing rapidly and heroic measures will have to be 
adopted if the state is to curb the destructive habit.”68 In 1919, a writer for the New York 
Times deemed Cuba the “Refuge of the Frivolous and Thirsty,” observing that the “vast 
quantities of wines and liquors from Europe, which in other circumstances would find a 
market in the United States, are going to Cuba instead.” Particularly in the winter months, 
“the horde of moneyed Americans who object to being hobbled in the pursuit of 
pleasure” flocked to their tropical playground to indulge in this “playground at the 
doorstep of a puritanical nation.” American visitors, this journalist noted, had a tendency 
to “[shed] the rigorous virtue of the Pilgrim Fathers as soon as they get out of the 
immediate vicinity of home.” In Cuba, “moral bars, never so high they could not be 
easily hurdled, have been further lowered.” 69  
 Once Americans arrived in their tropical playground, they eagerly drank and took 
advantage of the gambling concessions enacted under the “tourist law”. By the 1920s, 
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Americans in Cuba could indulge in gambling and casino nightlife, they could visit bars 
and brothels, attend baseball games, boxing matches, horseraces, and shows featuring 
dancing and musical entertainment. By this time, over seven thousand bars were in 
operation in Havana alone.70 Businessmen used newly-implemented moral restrictions 
within U.S. boundaries to enhance the appeal of the exotic playground in Havana. 
Bacardi circulated advertisements in the United States for its alcohol, inviting Americans 
to fly south to Cuba “from the desert” to quench their thirst. Other Americans, lamented 
the opportunities for gambling and boozing that Havana afforded their compatriots, and 
attempted to find ways to “dry” Cuba.71 These currents of tourists in search of 
commercialized vice demonstrate that even when morality projects were aimed at targets 
within domestic boundaries, they could also reverberate on foreign shores.  
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Figure 1: Bacardi advertisement circulated during Prohibition in the United States. 
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 American men also travelled to Cuba to indulge in its women. In late nineteenth 
century political cartoons portraying relations between Spain, the United States, and 
Cuba, Uncle Sam was often depicted rescuing the damsel in distress, (Cuba,) from a 
lecherous or neglectful Spanish man. Historians Kristin Hoganson and Louis A. Pérez Jr. 
describe how U.S. policymakers and other observers relied on such characterizations as a 
mechanism to justify military intervention and the Spanish-American War.72 By casting 
themselves as honor- and duty-bound gallant knights, Americans were more easily able 
to justify military intervention during a time generally characterized by relative 
isolationism. These representations comported with other imaginings of Cuba as romantic 
land harboring the last vestiges of pure feminine virtue. Thus, at the close of the 
nineteenth century, Americans convinced themselves that they were jumping into the fray 
to defend feminine virtue from rapacious Castilians. 
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Figure 2: "The Cuban Melodrama." From Puck, June 3, 1896. 
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 Prior to the conclusion of the Spanish-American War, even though an economy of 
vice was already in place in Havana, American representations of the island centered on 
romanticized notions of the past and conceptions of female virtue and purity. Once 
Americans gained direct control over this territory, a noticeable rhetorical, metaphorical, 
and often material shift took place. Images of the Garden of Eden rapidly faded from the 
American imagination, and new understandings of Cuba as a den of sin existing for 
American pleasure took over. Under U.S. control, the economy of vice rapidly expanded, 
and American men swarmed the laboratory of pleasure to partake of its women. 
 At the turn of the twentieth century, the 338 brothels of Havana employed 
approximately 2,500 women as prostitutes. Only domestic services, manufacturing, and 
agriculture employed more women, and the number of women working as prostitutes in 
Cuba only increased to approximately 4,000 in 1912 and 7,400 by 1931.73 In his 1928 
travel guide, Basil Woon advised, “By all means and any means the American visiting 
Cuba should get acquainted with its women.”74 Woon described Cuba as “a land where 
personal liberty and climate are blended in just the right setting of beauty and 
romance.”75 He pined after “slim young senoritas, finding them “very alluring in their 
Paris frocks.”76 He admonished American men that “if you are very susceptible” to 
feminine charms, “it may be wise for you not to come to Havana at all, for at least two 
out of every three girls on the street there are pretty, and half of them, if you like the 
lissome, languorous, warm-eyed, dark-skinned, vividly-colored type, are beautiful.” 
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These beauties were meant for fast and temporary enjoyment. Woon explained, “Don’t, 
however, ask me what these beautiful girls look like when they are ten years older. I did 
not stay long enough to find out. God… should have provided that death coincide with 
the failing of beauty – for what else has a woman to live for?”77 In addition to offering 
explanations of how to navigate and enjoy the hotels, races, and casinos of Cuba, Woon 
offered his readers “A Lover’s Lexicon” to help American men navigate Cuba’s women. 
His pointers included key phrases in Spanish to woo Cuban girls, also including the 
Spanish translation for asking “How much?”78 
 Through their interactions in Havana’s economy of vice, Americans experimented 
with asserting a gendered civilizational dominance through consumption and pleasure 
seeking, and learned to understand themselves as entitled consumers who could skirt the 
moral restrictions of home by escaping to an explicitly foreign, self-contained adult 
playground. This developing American attitude encompassed once-discordant moral 
imperatives that, in Cuba, were brought into sync with each other – the promotion of 
good government and U.S. empire through civilizing mission on the one hand, and 
indulgence in vice and consumption on the other. The Times of Cuba advised American 
women not to “question hubby too closely when he stumbles back to the hotel at 5 a.m. It 
wouldn’t do you any good to confirm your suspicions.” In fact, the Times of Cuba 
suggested that men avoid this situation entirely, and come alone, for “packing a wife to 
Cuba is like bringing a biscuit to a banquet.”79 Through their interactions in Cuba, then, 
Americans not only remade urban spaces and establishments; they also reimagined the 
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feminine allure of their exotic playground, transforming it from a pure virtuous 
femininity into “America’s most beautiful mistress.” After Americans gained control of 
their pleasure laboratory, the damsel in distress rapidly transformed into “a cheap and 
bountiful mistress.” “Eager to give pleasure, she will be anything you want her to be… 
What is your fancy? She is only too anxious to anticipate your desires, to charm you with 
her beauty.”80 
 The Cuban laboratory for pleasure provided opportunities for American 
masculinity, so recently decoupled from martial barbarian virtue, to be channeled into 
other forms of expression that involve pleasure seeking and consumption. American men 
in Cuba did not explicitly describe their own actions in terms of barbarian virtue, but 
there are consistent themes of virility, vitality, national strength, civilizational, racial, and 
gendered dominance that fit within this discourse. If barbarian virtues are those values 
recognized as inherently contradictory to civilization itself but nevertheless permitted in 
controlled doses and in contexts as sources of rejuvenation, the behavior of American 
men in Cuba takes on new significance. Thus, we can read a different sort of exercise of 
barbarian virtue through the illicit pleasure seeking behaviors of Americans in Cuba.  
 The competing moral projects and visions reflected in American interactions in 
Cuba were offshoots of contests taking place within the United States. During this same 
period, intellectual and social debates taking place within U.S. borders questioned the 
meaning of work and the relationship between work and leisure in the ethical life. As 
technological advances exponentially increased productive capacity, some observers 
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concluded that scarcity would soon become a thing of the past. Such developments made 
space in American imaginations for new ideas about play for both children and adults. 
Eschewing the more rigid Protestant work ethic of previous generations, supporters of the 
play movement argued, “Play, to the grown person, is rebirth, renewed connection with 
the sources of his strength. Under the conditions of our industrial civilization, which has 
wandered so far from nature’s path, it is a necessity of life.”81 Acceptance of the new 
virtue of leisure was by no means universal among American citizens, and various 
intellectuals, social groups, and business interests sparred over what the correct balance 
of work and leisure should be. These domestic contests influenced the ethos of nascent 
American imperialism, partially generated in Cuba. This imperial outlook reflected an 
ethical schizophrenia that was first incubated domestically, and then encapsulated in 
imperial projects abroad that continued to simultaneously proclaim civilizing mission 
while also insisting on the importance of pleasure seeking and consumption as integral 
and desirable elements of civilization itself. Both of these claims functioned as channels 
through which white American masculinity could assert geopolitical, economic, and 
cultural domination over other populations.  
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CHAPTER 3 – RESULTS FROM THE LAB – AMERICANNESS AND U.S. 
IMPERIALISM 
 
 
“Bedouins, the antithesis of civilization, plunder without limit.” 
-Ibn Khaldûn 82 
 
 
 For centuries, scholars and statesmen imagined barbarian virtue as an antidote 
against self-indulgence and consumption, and thus a critical defense against the cancers 
endemic to advanced civilized society. Americans used Cuba as an uncivilized exotic 
escape to bring consumptive pleasure seeking and the evangelization of civilization into 
sync as mutually reinforcing goals. Although Cuba was one site of many in which this 
transformation took place, the Cuban laboratory for pleasure is a particularly illustrative 
example for several reasons. The first is rooted in the variable accessibility of different 
imperial holdings to the American consumer. The geographical proximity of Cuba to the 
United States made it easier for Americans who were not military or government 
personnel to access it than the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Philippines, and Hawaii. Just 90 
miles off the Florida coast, Cuba was primed for access by elite Americans in pursuit of 
pleasure. Evangelical Protestants and American military units were driven to the more 
distant reaches of the American imperium by civilizing mission and official policy, but 
these other “uncivilized” places (like the Philippines) were beyond reasonable reach for 
tourists with interests in convenience and pleasure. 
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            A second factor that set Cuba apart from other imperial holdings was the overall 
receptiveness of its people to North American cultural imports. Cubans frequently 
associated these material goods and services with modernity and progress.83 Puerto 
Ricans, by contrast, were more cautious in opening their island to these goods and to 
foreign pleasure seekers. Puerto Rico exercised a greater degree of control over American 
access to and development of the tourism industry. Not wanting to upset industrial and 
agricultural development, leaders in Puerto Rico intentionally restrained the tourism 
industry. Where it was allowed, it was checked by Puerto Rican requirements for local 
planning and control.84 Additionally, each of these imperial holdings figured differently 
in the stock of fantasies and interests that Americans drew upon as the United States 
pushed its expansionist power beyond continental boundaries. The Philippines were 
primarily imagined a means to a geostrategic and an economic end – securing and 
maintaining access to the legendary China Market for American businessmen and 
investors. Puerto Rico lacked this degree of strategic importance. Cuba, by contrast, had 
geostrategic importance as a critical point of defense of the Gulf of Mexico, in addition to 
significant American business investment in Cuban sugar and also an enticing, exotic 
allure that other imperial possessions lacked. 
 The Cuban laboratory for pleasure is also particularly interesting because of the 
stark transformations in attitudes regarding pleasure and civilization that can be observed. 
Immediately prior to the Spanish-American War, U.S. statesmen galvanized support for 
war by casting themselves in the role of the duty-bound knight obligated to defend Cuba, 
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the abused damsel in distress and embodiment of feminine virtue. Once Americans had 
control of Cuba, they transformed it into a tropical pleasure resort and a “whorehouse 
with a view of the sea.”85 Americans remade urban spaces of Havana to suit their own 
consumptive whims and fancies, and in the process, proclaimed the benefits of pleasure 
seeking and of civilization. These behaviors are significant not only for their dramatic 
and multifaceted impacts on Cuba and Cubans, but also because of their place within 
wider patterns of American attitudes toward and engagement with the rest of the world.  
 In recent scholarship, historians have addressed the question of Americanness 
while also trying to transcend the restrictive containers of the nation and the nation-
state.86 Consideration of the Cuban laboratory for pleasure contributes to this project in 
important ways. Americans learned something new about themselves through interactions 
with what they perceived to be foreign while in “Gay Cuba.” After 1898, relations 
between the United States and Cuba can be summarized as having clear, dramatic, 
multifaceted asymmetries of power. Pervasive military, political, and economic 
dominance, in addition to geographic proximity, afforded Americans a novel opportunity 
to travel to an exotic foreign land where they could exercise the power of their 
pocketbooks in a sensual escape tailored specifically, indeed almost exclusively, to their 
own desires. In this setting, Americans acquired a taste for their newfound consumptive 
power. The Cuban pleasure laboratory helped to shape the confident attitudes that fit 
within broader patterns of American interactions with the world. 
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 Americans used the power of their pocketbooks to reshape foreign spaces into 
destinations more hospitable to their own pursuits of pleasure and entertainment. This 
phenomenon was not limited to the Havana sinscape. A similar process unfolded a 
decade or so later in 1930s Paris when American journalists and soldiers flooded the 
streets of the French capital following the First World War. Historian Brooke Blower 
illustrates how Parisian restaurants, hotels, and theaters, desperate to recoup wartime 
financial losses, adjusted their fare to better appeal to their American patrons. The 
English language took hold of this capital, just as it had in the Cuban capital. In Paris, 
“hotels and shops commonly promised in their windows, ‘English Spoke Here.’” A 
traveler to Paris in the 1930s observed, “you would hear as much American-English spik-
ed on the streets as French. One of the once-French, once-famous restaurants advertises 
Vermont sassidge and maple syrup.”87 Looking back to early twentieth century Havana 
lengthens and textures this narrative of American influence on foreign urban spaces 
through consumption and pleasure seeking.  
 Brooke Blower suggests that interwar Paris “provided an opportunity to sharpen 
distinctions between American and European culture,” and that the processes of making 
Frenchess and Americanness were “by-products of each other.”88 Consideration of Gay 
Cuba alongside Gay Paree suggests that the conclusions Americans drew from their 
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interactions in interwar Paris were in fact a confirmation of lessons already learned 
elsewhere. The braggadocio that Americans carried with them to France and that 
Parisians found so rebarbative was incubated in American’s confident, consumptive 
domination of Cuba. Interactions in the Havana sinscape thus set the tone for a broader 
pattern of American interactions with and attitudes toward the world. This observation 
adds an interesting complication to an ontology of transnational identity formation, which 
draws attention to the integral functions of foreignness in the construction of 
Americanness itself and helps to blur boundaries between domestic and foreign spheres. 
Not only are identities worked out through direct interactions and contests over urban 
spaces like those that took place between Americans and Parisians; American behaviors 
and attitudes in their laboratory for pleasure indicate that American-Cuban relations 
ultimately helped to alter the dynamic of U.S.-European relations as well. Thus, there 
need not necessarily be a direct interaction between two parties to sharpen distinctions 
between them. 
 American acquisition of direct control over Cuba served another important 
function at a critical turning point for the United States. Prior to acquiring their own 
colonies and protectorates from the Spanish-American-Cuban-Filippino War, American 
elites took their cultural cues from their European counterparts. (And Europeans, for their 
part, denigrated Americans as a crass people largely devoid of any distinctive culture.)89 
During the nineteenth century, Americans emulated European aristocrats through their 
activities and their purchases as a means of bolstering their own positions of elite 
privilege. The exercise of direct control over uncivilized lands helped to break 
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Americans’ gaze away from Europe by providing exotic spaces of their own to possess, 
to dominate, to consume. Cuba was a place where Americans could develop and work on 
their own style of cosmopolitanism that was a unique blend of the dual impulses of 
civilizing mission on the one hand, and the desire to exercise dominance through 
consumption, on the other. This style of cosmopolitanism involved enjoying the sights, 
the sounds, and the feel of an imperial playground built to their own tastes and 
specifications. Within their pleasure laboratory, Americans felt secure of their own 
position in a racial and civilizational hierarchy relative to the backwards, childlike, or 
helplessly feminine Cubans whom they alternatively sought to tutor or sexualize. Here, 
they could gain confidence as cosmopolitan travelers and consumers in their own right 
before taking these attitudes elsewhere, like Paris, where such racial and civilizational 
metrics were less clearly in their favor.  
 Americanness as a set of behaviors, preferences, and assumptions in turn drove 
and shaped official U.S. foreign policy and its implementation through an assortment of 
hard and soft tactics. The dual projects of pleasure seeking and civilizing mission became 
engrained in American imperial forms and activities. Attitudes and assumptions about the 
place of the United States in the world shaped the interests and goals of policymakers, 
and also influenced the forms of policy that could be viable in terms of domestic politics 
and geopolitical strategy. Pleasure seeking and consumption became largely synonymous 
with conceptions of American civilization in the twentieth century, but not simply as the 
atomized consumption of empires of the past. Through their behaviors and policies, 
Americans actively incorporated pleasure seeking into the American imperial ethos, 
making individual consumption into a collective good. By pairing pleasure seeking and 
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civilizing mission, Americans infused consumerism with a symbolic power that could be 
mobilized and oriented toward wider domestic agendas and geostrategic goals.  
 These objectives sometimes took shape in the form of explicitly consumerist 
movements, like the activism of “citizen consumers” of the 1930s who “were regarded as 
responsible for safeguarding the general good of the nation.”90 Citizen consumers 
safeguarded the polity and American civilization by lobbying for consumer protections 
like product labeling, implementation of quality assurance practices and guidelines, and 
price controls.91 Alternatively, the policies of the New Deal encouraged the stimulation of 
consumer demand as the cornerstone of economic recovery. The dual commitments of 
pleasure seeking and civilizing mission were thus embodied in “purchaser consumers,” 
who were considered essential to the maintenance of American civilization specifically 
through acts of consumption. By making purchases, individuals supported the public 
good and civilization itself.92 
 This formulation was also inscribed in formal and informal transnational 
interactions. In 1916, President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed that it was the American 
“democracy of business” that would advance “the struggle for the peaceful conquest of 
the world.” Wilson’s outlook conveys a stark contrast with that of Roosevelt. Gone are 
derogatory references to pleasure seeking and comfort, along with any suggestion that 
indulgence in comfort and consumption somehow constituted a threat to American 
civilization. Instead, Wilson suggested that “Americans are meant to carry liberty and 
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justice and the principles of humanity wherever you go, go out and sell goods that will 
make the world more comfortable and more happy, and convert them to the principles of 
America.”93 These principles would endure throughout the twentieth century, manifesting 
in countless other official strategies of the United States. Perhaps one of the most well 
known of these situations occurred during the Cold War, when military and political 
administrators modeled West Berlin as an exemplar of capitalist society and the pleasures 
to be had within this model of civilization. 
 In addition to official foreign policy, these values also undergirded other levels of 
American interaction with foreign peoples and places, providing the assumptions under 
which policymakers, businesspeople, investors, and vacationers operated. Henry Ford, for 
example, attempted to civilize and uplift native populations of Brazil by imposing 
consumptive behaviors on the workers of his carefully constructed industrial town, 
Fordlândia. He attempted to impose particular consumptive habits and ostensibly 
civilized forms of entertainment on his workers, encouraging them to eat hamburgers and 
live in homes styled after American suburbs.94  
 The relationship between barbarian virtue and imperial dynamics invites further 
historical investigation. Future studies might consider the moments at which scholars and 
statesmen find invocations of barbarian virtue to be pertinent and useful. Additional work 
might also investigate the degree to which such invocations are tied to perceptions of 
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geopolitical limits. It may be, for example, that this trope was useful in a context in which 
the United States was primed for its next expansive push. At the close of the nineteenth 
century, the United States had the military capacity to become a regional power, and it 
may be that the rhetoric of militaristic manhood helped to facilitate this expansion. But 
the United States was not yet ready to become a world power – it had next to nothing of a 
navy, and did not have the means or capacity to expand further. In this sense, it may be 
that barbarian virtue exhausted its potential and experienced a degree of satiation in the 
face of geopolitical realities.  
 The Cuban laboratory for pleasure yields other directions for future research. In 
particular, it may be useful to consider other contrived environments in which 
masculinity could (and still can) be experienced and expressed via consumption, 
entertainment, and pleasure seeking. The rugged masculinity of Theodore Roosevelt was 
overtaken and enveloped by a consumptive imperial masculinity that coopted the images 
and roles of rugged manhood and packaged, marketed, and sold them, thus defeating the 
original anti-consumptive sentiment of rugged masculinity. Scholars have considered the 
ways in which notions of femininity were constructed through the use of advertising and 
other media.95 Masculinity is also a constructed category that is always in a state of flux 
and negotiation against its rhetorical counterpoint, femininity. Much like notions of 
womanhood were mass produced and marketed to American women, changing their 
appearances and roles, so too was American manhood a constructed category dependent 
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upon accouterments and contrived settings in which men could consume signifiers of 
masculinity. 
 In our own contemporary historical moment, consumptive signifiers of 
masculinity frequently evoke notions of rugged masculinity and similar celebrations of 
barbarian excess, but these notions have been channeled into new forms of expression. 
“Man caves,” for example, are typically “reclaimed” household spaces in which men 
understand themselves to be free from the restrictions of the rest of the home. The very 
name “man cave” implies a rugged sort of primitive savagery, but the activities that take 
place inside are the epitome of consumptive masculinity. The setting is one that 
companies have thoroughly marketed and sold to facilitate comfortable indulgence in the 
pursuit of pleasure – common elements include big screen televisions, pool tables, and 
computers. The walls can be adorned with anything from automobile collectibles, beer 
paraphernalia, Star Wars and other Sci-Fi knickknacks, posters of scantily clad women, 
and sports jerseys. Men can even use gaming consoles to “play” soldier in massively 
popular video games like Call of Duty which, as of March 2013, had over 40 million 
monthly active users.96 These domesticated and commodified forms of voyeuristic 
barbarianism provide ready access to the trappings and fantasies of rugged masculinity 
while remaining firmly within the comfortable boundaries of civilization. Future research 
would benefit from further explorations of this complex relationship between masculinity 
and pleasure, barbarism and civilization, and the maintenance of the American imperial 
project. 
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